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As the Nation's principal conservation agency, the Department of the
Interior has responsibility for most of our nationally owned public
lands and natural resources. This includes fostering the wisest use
of our land and water resources, protecting our fish and wildlife,
preserving the environmental and cultural values of our national
parks and historical places, and providing for the enjoyment of life
through outdoor recreation. The Department assesses our energy and
mineral resources and works to assure that their development is in
the best interests of all our people. The Department also has a ma-
jor responsibility for American Indian reservation communities and
for people who live in Island Territories under United States
administration.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The National Park Service recently has completed its first Servicewide
survey designed to identify and characterize threats that endanger the
natural and the cultural resources of the parks. This 1980 State of

the Parks report presents the results of that survey. It focuses on
three aspects of the threats to the parks problem: First, the Report
identifies specific threats which endanger the resources of individual
parks; second, it identifies sources of threats, whether located internal
or external to park boundaries; and third, the Report identifies park
resources which are endangered by the threats.

The findings presented in this Report are based upon information submitted
by park superintendents, park natural and cultural resource managers,

park scientists, and park planners. It should be emphasized that the
recognition and the perception of threats may be affected by the
professional training and experience of these observers. A park
superintendent, for example, may be most sensitive to operational problems
associated with overcrowding or vandalism; a park scientist or resource
management specialist may be particularly aware of threats to water

quality or wildlife habitat; a park planner is more likely to perceive
disruptions associated with zoning or land use practices. Further, the
respondent to the threats survey may show a greater interest in problem
areas with prospective solutions and may fail to emphasize certain

issues simply because they appear to be beyond his or her span of influence.
Clearly, there are subjective judgments involved in any threats reporting
and evaluation process. However, collectively, the results of this
systematic park-by-park survey provide important new information concerning
a broad spectrum of problems and issues with which the National Park
Service must deal.

Threats Survey Results

The term '"threats" as used in this Report refers to those pollutants,
visitor activities, exotic species, industrial development projects,
etc., which have the potential to cause significant damage to park
resources or to seriously degrade important park values or park
experiences. Without qualification, it can be stated that the cultural
and the natural resources of the parks are endangered both from without
and from within by a broad range of such threats. In this regard,

the most significant findings developed in this study may be summarized
as follows:

o Park units representing all size and use categories, and all types
of ecosystem, reported a wide range of threats affecting their resources.
These threats, which emanate from both internal and external sources,

are causing severe degradation of park resources.
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o The 63 National Park natural areas greater than 30,000 acres in size
reported an average number of threats nearly double that of the Service-
wide norm. Included in this category are units such as Yellowstone,
Yosemite, Great Smoky Mountains, Everglades and Glacier. Most of

these great parks were at one time pristine areas surrounded and
protected by vast wilderness regions. Today, with their surrounding
buffer zones gradually disappearing, many of these parks are experiencing
significant and widespread adverse effects associated with external
encroachment.

o The 12 Biosphere Reserve Parks, which are unique natural areas that
range in size from 15,000 acres to more than two million acres and which
are dedicated to long-term ecosystem monitoring under the UNESCO Man and
the Biosphere program, surprisingly reported an average number of threats
nearly three times the Servicewide norm. This is particularly disturbing
because the Biosphere Reserve Parks are considered to be model ecological
control areas. The large number of threats reported by these parks may
reflect the greater emphasis directed to monitoring in these areas.

If this is, in fact, the reason for the increased occurrence of reported
threats in the Biosphere Reserve parks, it suggests that significant
numbers of threats may have been overlooked in other parks which, to
date, have received much less monitoring and research attention.

o More than 50 percent of the reported threats were attributed to
sources or activities located external to the parks. The most frequently
identified external threats included: TIndustrial and commercial develop-
ment projects on adjacent lands; air pollutant emissions, often associated
with facilities located considerable distances from the affected parks;
urban encroachment; and roads and railroads.

o Threats associated with activities or with sources located within
park boundaries continue to cause significant degradation of park
resources, park values, and visitor park experiences. The most
frequently reported internal threats are associated with: Heavy
visitor use; park utility access corridors; vehicle noise; soil
erosion; and exotic plant and animal species.

o Scenic resources were reported to be significantly threatened in
more than 60 percent of the parks. Air quality resources were
reported endangered in more than 45 percent of the parks. Mammal,
plant, and fresh water resources all were reported threatened in more
than 40 percent of the units. Other endangered resources are listed
in ranked order of occurrence in the report.

o A surprising 75 percent of the reported threats to park resources
have been classified by onsite park observers as inadequately documented
by either private or government research. Threats associated with air
pollution, water pollution, and visitor related activities most
frequently were cited as needing additional monitoring, scientific
measurements or research documentation.
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Conclusions

The units of the National Park Service represent all of the major
categories of ecosystems within which we live. These parks, individually
and collectively, constitute the best of our natural and cultural resources.
The lessons that we learn and the progress that we make in our attempts

to better manage and protect these resources are of benefit to us all.

The results of this study indicate that no parks of the System are
immune to external and internal threats, and that these threats are
causing significant and demonstrable damage. There is no question but
that these threats will continue to degrade and destroy irreplaceable
park resources until such time as mitigation measures are implemented.
In many cases, this degradation or loss of resources is irreversible.
It represents a sacrifice by a public that, for the most part, is
unaware that such a price is being paid.

The diversity and complexity of the problems identified in this report
serve to emphasize the need for an expanded program to protect and
preserve the resources of the parks. To develop and implement such

a program requires that the National Park Service know what natural

and cultural resources exist in each park, establish the condition of
these resources, and determine how and to what extent these resources are
threatened. Essentially we must do the following:

o We must prepare a comprehensive inventory of the important natural
and cultural resources of each park and develop a plan at the park
level for managing these resources.

o We must establish accurate baseline data on park resources and
conduct comprehensive monitoring programs designed to detect and
measure changes both in these resources and in the ecosystem environ-
ments within which they exist.

o We must pay additional attention to those threats which are
associated with sources and activities located external to the parks.
These threats today pose unique problems because of the Service's
limited ability to deal directly and effectively with such outside
influences.

0o We must improve our capability to better quantify and document the
impacts of various threats, particularly those which are believed to
most seriously affect important park resources and park values.

To accomplish these objectives will require that the Service significantly
expand its research and resource management capabilities. At the present
time, the natural science research program of the National Park Service

is base funded at a level of only nine million dollars and is staffed by
fewer than 100 scientists; this is an average of less than one researcher
for each three units of the System and represents only 1.1 percent of

the total Park Service staff. Similarly, there are fewer than 200
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personnel in the Service who have resource management training; many

of these personnel are senior level Park Rangers and Park Superintendents
who are able to devote only a small portion of their time to resource
management problems.

The staff and the funding resources currently available within the
research and the resource management areas clearly are inadequate to
respond to the needs of the Service. Internal actions are being taken
to strengthen existing research and resource management programs.
However, it must be emphasized that a continuing and expanded
commitment is required to address the wide range of issues defined

by the threats survey, and that the support of the Congress will be
needed to deal with these important problems.

A final comment. The enabling legislation establishing the National
Park Service and its individual park units clearly mandates, as the
primary objective, the protection, preservation and conservation of
park resources, in perpetuity for the use and enjoyment of future
generations. The National Park Service recognizes that changes in
priorities and reallocation of resources will be required to meet this
mandate and is committed to such changes.



INTRODUCTION

America's National Park System may be considered a barometer of the world's
environmental conditions. The more than 320 park Units serve as refugiums
for this nation's natural and cultural resources. Our archeological and
historical resources are the best links with the past and circumspection of
the future. The diversity of plants and animals have evolved through time by
interacting with their own kind and other species in a complex way we cannot
hope to duplicate or improve upon. The large, natural populations perpetuate
the genetic diversity to insure their futures and to act as harbingers for
human futures as well.

In its early years, the National Park System experienced a number of well
documented threats; logging of the giant sequoias, poaching of wildlife

in Yellowstone, and private exploitation at Hot Springs. Such encroachments
occurred before the turn of the century. By the first half of this century
the System was impacted by the drowning of Hetch Hetchy Valley in Yosemite,
destruction of archeological sites at Mesa Verde, irrational predator
control at Grand Canyon, and mineral exploitation at Organ Pipe, Death
Valley and Glacier Bay. Proposed uses of our fragile resources included
tunneling through Rocky Mountain, logging of Sitka spruce during World

War IT at Olympic, and the construction of dams on inland waterways such

as the Potomac, Colorado and Virgin rivers.

Following World War II, Mission 66 was developed to revitalize deteriorating
park facilities. Sequoias were leaning and falling with disturbing regularity
and people were asking why. Fears were being expressed that DDT was becoming
an ever greater biological hazard, that the saguaros were vanishing, that
Yosemite Valley was becoming choked beyond recognition by an unnatural and
hazardous invasion of non-endemic trees; that feral goats threatened the
unique vegetation in Hawaii, that Yellowstone elk populations were expanding
beyond practical control, and that Everglades was dying of thirst.

The 1960's and 1970's brought additional problems including dams on the
Colorado and Green rivers, highly visible grizzly bear issues at Yellowstone
and Glacier, increasing feral burro impacts on water sources and on native
animals and plants in the arid Southwestern parks of Grand Canyon, Death
Valley and Bandelier; negative influences of feral pigs on Smoky Mountain
ecosystems; and the depletion of humpback whales at Glacier Bay. And for
the first time, events occuring external to park boundaries began to be
recognized as the cause of serious damage to park values. These adjacent
activities included residential, commercial, industrial and road development;
grazing; logging; agriculture; energy extraction and production; mining;
recreation; and a myriad of others. The rapid expansion of external threats
introduced new economic, legal and technological issues. The advent of
NEPA, the Endangered Species, Clean Air, Clean Water, and other Acts,
although providing valuable mechanisms for protecting resources, introduced
new procedures and requirements that demanded new skills and increased
interaction with other units of government and with the public sector.



As we look to the decades ahead, with some 27 of the land in the continental
United States under our care and protection, we see parks as fragile and
irreplaceable ecosystems in a world of increasing populations and decreasing
resources.

The State of the Parks - 1980 report is our first systematic attempt to

identify threats to park resources on a Servicewide basis. The report is
organized to deal with three aspects of the problem: (1) The specific

threats which endanger park natural and cultural resources; (2) the sources

of those threats; and (3) the park resources which are endangered by the threats.

Methodology and Description of Printout

The State of the Parks report is based on information obtained through

a survey questionnaire sent to each of the 326 units of the National Park
System. A copy of this questionnaire is included in Appendix I. The
questionnaire was divided into two parts; part one provided a checklist

of possible threats that may exist within any park area and was designed to
gather statistics about these threats .... i.e. the extent to which each
reported threat is adequately documented by research, monitoring or other
data; whether the source of each threat is of internal or external origin;
and whether each threat is or is not identified in the area's Resources
Management Plan, which is the master document identifying each park unit's
resources and prescribing a program for managing these resources. Part 2 of
the questionnaire provided an opportunity for the respondents to quantify
the threats by documenting the specific sources of the threats and the resources
impacted.

A computerized Threats Information Management System (TIMS) was developed to
assist with analysis of the more than 320,000 bits of data submitted by the
individual park units. TIMS was utilized for data storage, retrieval and
analysis and to produce a variety of printouts used in the report preparation.
A copy of one such printout (for Glacier National Park) illustrating the
detailed 1list of park threats and associated data acquired in parts 1 and

2 of the questionnaire is included in Appendix II.



THREATS TO PARK RESOURCES

The term "threat" that is used in this report refers to those pollutants,
visitor activities, exotic plant and animal species, industrial and commercial
development projects, etc., which have the potential to cause significant
damage to park physical resources or to seriously degrade important park
values or park visitor experiences.

The 73 different threats which are identified in this report can be
aggregated into the following seven general threat categories:

- Aesthetic Degradation (land development, timbering, etc.)

- Air Pollution (acid rain, hydrocarbon pollutants, etc.)

- Physical Removal of Resources (mineral extraction, poaching, etc.)
- Exotic Encroachment (animals, plants, blasting, etc.)

- Visitor Physical Impacts (campfires, trampling, etc.)

- Water Quality Pollution and Water Quantity Changes (oil spills,
toxic chemicals, etc.)

- Park Operations (trails, misuse of biocides, etc.)

These seven major threat categories are discussed below. Figure 1 shows
the total number of threats which were reported in each threat category.

Aesthetic Degradation threats include mineral surveys, development, extraction
and production, timbering, grazing and agriculture, forest disease/pest
infestations, wildland fires, land developments, utility access, roads and
railroads, vistas (roadsigns, inholdings, etc.), urban encroachments, over-
crowding and vandalism, and "other'" (may include such diverse aesthetic
impacts as construction sites, sewage treatment plants, disposal of dredge
materials, trespass cattle, aircraft and vehicles). There were ,085
Aesthetic Degradation threats reported, or 25% of the total number of

reported threats.

The importance of Aesthetic Degradation supports a 1979 study undertaken
by the Conservation Foundation entitled, "Federal Resource Lands and Their
Neighbors." That document summarized responses of questionnaires sent to
Federal land managers in several agencies (including the National Park
Service), and stated that adjacent land development was the principal
threat to the national parks.



Figure 1

Total Number of Park Threats by Major Threat Category

(4,345 Reported Threats) and Showing Number of Internal Threats vs. External Threats
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